The European Parliament (EP) is either the most ambitious experiment yet in international integration, or it is an expensive opera buffo in 434 acts playing in three theaters. The response depends upon one's perceptions, because a good argument can be made for both characterizations.
As an example of international cooperation, consensus-building, and collective democratic decision making, the EP is supposed to provide the basis for the democratic control and oversight of the European Community's institutions and processes. Before 1979, its members were chosen by and from the national parliaments of the EC, but now its members are elected directly by the European population (elections were held in 1979 and 1984). The EP currently has 434 members from all 10 EC members, and its membership will increase with the formal entry of Spain and Portugal into the EC. These 434 representatives do not sit by national groupings. Rather, they sit by the various transnational party groupings, and the specific party grouping is a stronger explanatory variable for their actual voting behavior than is national identity.
The EP is also an opera buffo. Seven languages are used, but none are listened to; it has no permanent place to call home-there is the constant shuffle between Strasbourg, Luxembourg, and Brussels. This road show is the result of the EC Council of Ministers' refusal to designate a permanent resting place, and the EP itself does not 
